that what I am expected to do in speaking to this group is to assume that my topic is "This is Me." I feel various reactions to such an invitation, but one that I would like to mention is that I feel honored and flattered that any group wants, in a personal sense, to know who I am. I can assure you it is·a unique and challenging sort of invitation, and I shall try to give to this honest question as honest an answer as I can.
So, who am I? I am a psychologist whose primary interest, for many years, has been in psychotherapy. What does that mean? I don't intend to bore you with a long account of my work, but I would like to take a few paragraphs from the preface to my book, Client-Centered Therapy, to indicate in a subjective way what it means to me. I was trying to give the reader some feeling for the subject matter of the volume, and I wrote as follows. "What is this book about? Let me try to give an answer which may, to some de gree, convey the living experience that rhisbook is intended to be. "This book is about the suffering and the hope, the anxiety and the satisfaction, with which each therapist's counseling room is filled. It is about the uniqueness of the relationship each therapist forms with each client, and equally about the common elements which we discover in all these relationships. This book is about the highly personal experiences of each one of us. It is about a client in my office who sits there by the corner of the desk, struggling to be him self, yet deathly afraid of being himself -striving to see his experi ence as it is, wanting to be that experience, and yet deeply fearful of the prospect. This book is about me, as I sit there with that client, facing him, participating in that struggle as deeply and sensitively as I am able. It is about me as I try to perceive his experience, and (he s "Tbis is Me" meaning and the feeling and the taste and the flavor that it has for him. It is about me as I bemoan my very human fallibility in under standing that client, and the occasional failures to see life as it ap pears to him, failures which fall like heavy objects across the intri cate, delicate web of growth which is taking place. It is about me as I rejoice at the privilege of being a midwife to a new personality as I stand by with awe at the emergence of a self, a person, as I see a birth process in which I have had an important and facilitating part. It is about both the client and me as we regard with wonder the potent and orderly forces which are evident in this whole experi ence, forces which seem deeply rooted in the universe as a whole. The book is, I believe, about life, as life vividly reveals itself in the therapeutic process -with its blind power and its tremendous capacity for destruction, but with its overbalancing thrust toward growth, if the opportunity for growth is provided."
,. .. Perhaps that will give you some picture of what I do and the way I feel about it. I presume you may also wonder how I came to en gage in that occupation, and some of the decisions and choices, con scious and unconscious, which were made along the way. Let me see if I can give you some of the psychological highlights of my autobiography, particularly as it seems to relate to my professional life.
My EARLY YEARS
I was brought up in a home marked by close family ties, a very strict and uncompromising religious and ethical atmosphere, and what amounted to a worship of the virtue of hard work. I came along as the fourth of six children. My parents cared a great deal for us, and had our welfare almost constantly in mind. They were also, in many subtle and affectionate ways, very controlling of our be havior. It was assumed by them and accepted by me that we were different from other people -no alcoholic beverages, no dancing, cards or theater, very little social life, and much work. I have a hard time convincing my children that even carbonated beverages had a faintly sinful aroma, and I remember my slight feeling of wickedness when I. had my first bottle of "pop." We had good times together within the family, but we did not mix. So I was a 6 7 SPEAKING PERSONALLY pretty solitary boy, who read incessantly, and went all through high school with only two dates.
When I was twelve my parents bought a farm and we made our home there. The reasons were twofold. My father, having become a prosperous business man, wanted it for a hobby. More important, I believe, was the fact that it seemed to my parents that a growing I adolescent family should be removed from the "temptations" of suburban life.
Here I developed two interests which have probably had some I real bearing on my later work, I became fascinated by the great night-flying moths (Gene Stratton-Porter's books were then in \ vogue) and I became an authority on the gorgeous Luna, Polyphe I mus, Cecropia and other moths which inhabited o~ woods. I laboriously bred the moths in captivity, reared the caterpillars, kept \ the cocoons over the long winter months, and in general realized some of the joys and frustrations of the scientist as he tries to ob serve nature.
My father was determined to operate his new farm on a scientific basis, so he bought many books on scientific agriculture. He en couraged his boys to have independent and profitable ventures of our own, so my brothers and I had a flock of chickens, and at one time or other reared from infancy Iambs, pigs and calves. In doing this I became a student of scientific agriculture, and have only realized in recent years what a fundamental feeling for science I gained in that way. There was no one to tell me that Morison's Feeds and Feeding was not a book for a fourteen-year-old, so I ploughed through its hundreds of pages, learning how experiments were con ducted -how control groups were matched with experimental groups, how conditions were held constant by randomizing proced ures, so that the influence of a given food on meat production or milk production could be established. I learned how difficult it is to test an hypothesis. I acquired a knowledge of and a respect for the methods of science in a field of practical endeavor.
COLLEGE AND GRADUATE EDUCATION
I started in college at Wisconsin in the field of agriculture. One of the things I remember best was the vehement statement of an "This is Me" agronomy professor in regard to the learning and use of facts. He stressed the futility of an encyclopedic knowledge for its own sake, and wound up with the injunction, "Don't be a damned ammunition wagon; be a rifle!" During my first two college years my professional goal changed, as the result of some emotionally charged student religious confer ences, from that of a scientific agriculturist to that of the ministry a slight shift! I changed from agriculture to history, believing this would be a better preparation.
In my junior year I was selected as one of a dozen students from this country to go to China for an international World Student Christian Federation Conference. This was a most important experi ence for me. It was 1922, four years after the close of World War I. I saw how bitterly the French and Germans still hated each other, even though as individuals they seemed very likable. I was forced to stretch my thinking, to realize that sincere and honest people could believe in very divergent religious doctrines. In major ways I for the first time emancipated myself from the religious thinking of my parents, and realized that I could not go along with them. This independence of thought caused great pain and stress in our relationship, but looking back on it I believe that here, more than at any other one time, I became an independent person. Of course there was much revolt and rebellion in my attitude during that period, but the essential split was achieved during the six months I was on this trip to the Orient, and hence was thought through away from the influence of home.
Although this is an account of elements which influenced my professional development rather than my personal growth, I wish to mention very briefly one profoundly important factor in my per sonal life. It was at about the time of my trip to China that I fell in love with a lovely girl whom I had known for many years, even in childhood, and we were married, with the very reluctant consent of our parents, as soon as I finished college, in order that we could go to graduate school together. I cannot be very objective about this, but her steady and sustaining love and companionship during all the years since has been a most important and enriching factor in my life. Knowing universities and graduate schools as I do now c--know ing their rules and their rigidities -I am truly astonished at one very significant experience at Union. A group of us felt that ideas were being fed to us, whereas we wished primarily to explore our own questions and doubts, and find out where they led. We peti tioned the administration that we be allowed to set up a seminar for credit, a seminar with no instructor, where the curriculum would be • composed of our own questions. The seminary was understandably perplexed by this, but they granted our petition! The only restric tion was that in the interests of the institution a young instructor was to sit in on the seminar, butwould take no part in it unless we wished him to be active.
I suppose it is unnecessary to add that this seminar was deeply satisfying and clarifying. I feel that it moved me a long way toward a philosophy of life which was my own. The majority of the mem bers of that group, in thinking their way through the questions they had raised, thought themselves right out of religious work. I was one. I felt that questions as to the meaning of life, and the possibility of the constructive improvement of life for individuals, would prob ably always interest me, but I could not work in a field where I would be required to believe in some specified religious doctrine. My beliefs had already changed tremendously, and might continue to change. It seemed to me it would be a horrible thing to have to profess a set of beliefs, in order to remain in one's profession. I wanted to find a field in which I could be sure my freedom of thought would not be limited.
BECOMING A PSYCHOLOGIST
But what field? I had been attracted, at Union, by the courses and lectures on psychological and psychiatric work, which were then beginning to develop. Goodwin Watson, Harrison Elliott, "This is Me" Marian Kenworthy all contributed to this interest. I began to take more courses at Teachers' College, Columbia University, across the street from Union Seminary. I took work in philosophy of educa tion with William H. Kilpatrick, and found him a great teacher. I began practical clinical work with children under Leta Holling worth, a sensitive and practical person. I found myself drawn to child guidance work, so that gradually, with very little painful read justment, I shifted over into the field of child guidance, and began to think of myself as a clinical psychologist. It was a step I eased into, with relatively little clearcut conscious choice, rather just fol lowing the activities which interested me.
.. While I was at Teachers' College I applied for, and was granted a fellowship or internship at the then new Institute for Child Guid ance, sponsored by die Commonwealth Fund. I have often been grateful that I was there during the first year. The organization was in a chaotic beginning state, but this meant that one could do what he wanted to do. I soaked up the dynamic Freudian views of the staff, which included David Levy and Lawson Lowrey, and found them in great conflict with the rigorous, scientific, coldly objective, statistical point of view then prevalent at Teachers' College. Look ing back, I believe the necessity of resolving that conflict in me was a most valuable learning experience. At the time I felt I was func tioning in two completely different worlds, "and never the twain shall meet."
By the end of this internship it was highly important to me that 1 obtain a job to support my growing family, even though my doc torate was not completed. positions were not plentiful, and I re member the relief and exhilaration I felt when I found one. I was employed as psychologist in the Child Study Department of the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children, in Rochester, New York. There were three psychologists in this department, and my salary was $2,900 per year. I look back at the acceptance of that position with amusement and some amazement. The reason I was so pleased was that it was a chance to do the work I wanted to do. That, by any reasonable criterion it was a dead-end street professionally, that I would be isolateCl from professional contacts, that the salary was not good 10 11 SPEAKING PERSONALLY even by the standards of that day, seems not to have occurred to me, as nearly as I can recall. I think I have always had a feeling that if I was given some opportunity to do the thing I was most interested in doing, everything else would somehow take care of itself.
THE ROCHESTER YEARS
The next twelve years in Rochester were exceedingly valuable ones. For at least the first eight of these years, I was completely immersed in carrying on practical psychological service, diagnosing and planning for the delinquent and underprivileged children who were sent to us by the courts and agencies, and in many instances carrying on "treatrnentinterviews." It was a period of relative pro fessional isolation, where my only concern was in trying to L>e more effective with our clients. We had to live with our failures as well as our successes, so that we were forced to learn. There was only one criterion in regard to any method of dealing with these children and their parents, and that was, "Does it work? Is it effective?" I found I began increasingly to formulate my own views out of my everyday working experience.
Three significant illustrations come to mind, all small, but im portant to me at the time. It strikes me that they are all instances of disillusionment -with an authority, with materials, with myself.
In my training I had been fascinated by Dr. William Healy's writ ings, indicating that delinquency was often based upon sexual conflict, and that if this conflict was uncovered, the delinquency ceased. In my first or second year at Rochester I worked very hard with a youthful pyromaniac who had an unaccountable impulse to set fires. Interviewing him day after day in the detention home, I gradually traced back his desire to a sexual impulse regarding masturbation. Eureka! The case was solved. However, when placed on probation, he again got into the same difficulty.
I remember the jolt I felt. Healy might be wrong. Perhaps I was learning something Healy didn't know. Somehow this incident impressed me with the possibility that there were mistakes in authori tative teachings, and that there was stilI new knowledge to discover.
The second naive discovery was of a different sort. Soon after coming to Rochester I led a discussion group on interviewing. I "This is Me" discovered a published account of an interview with a parent, ap proximately verbatim, in which the case worker was shrewd, in sightful, clever, and led the interview quite quickly to the heart of the difficulty. I was happy to use it as an illustration of good inter viewing technique.
Several years later, I had a similar assignment and remembered this excellent material. I hunted it up again and re-read it. I was ap palled. Now it seemed to me to be a clever legalistic type of ques tioning by the interviewer which convicted this parent of her un conscious motives, and wrung from her an admission of her guilt. I now knew from my experience that such an interview would not be of any lasting help to the parent or the child. It made me realize that I was moving away from any approach which was coercive or pushing in clinical relationships, not for philosophical reasons, but because such approaches were never more than superficially ef fective.
The third incident occurred several years later. I had learned to be more subtle and patient in interpreting a client's behavior to him, attempting to time it in a gentle fashion which would gain ac ceptance. I had been working with a highly intelligent mother whose boy was something of a hellion. The problem was clearly her early rejection of the boy, but over many interviews I could not help her to this insight. I drew her out, I gently pulled to gether the evidence she had given, trying to help her see the pattern. But we got nowhere. Finally I gave up. I told her that it seemed we had both tried, but we had failed, and that we might as well give up our contacts. She agreed. So we concluded the interview, shook hands, and she walked to the door of the office. Then she turned and asked, "Do you ever take adults for counseling here?" When I replied in the affirmative, she said, "Well then, I would like some help." She came to the chair she had left, and began to pour out her despair about her marriage, her troubled relationship with her hus band, her sense of failure and confusion, all very different from the sterile "case history" she had given before. Real therapy began then, and ultimately it was very successful.
This incident was one of a number which helped me to experience the fact -only fully realized later -that it is the client who knows During this period I began to doubt that I was a psychologist. The University of Rochester made it clear that the work I was doing Was not psychology, and they had no interest in my teaching in the Psychology Department. I went to meetings of the American Psy chological Association and found them full of papers on the learning processes of rats and laboratory experiments which seerqed to me to have no relation to what I was doing. The psychiatric social workers, however, seemed to be talking my language, so I became active in the social work profession, moving up to local and even national offices. Only when the American Association for Applied Psychology was formed did I become really active as a psychologist.
I began to teach courses at the University on how to understand and deal with problem children, under the Department of Sociology. Soon the Department of Education wanted to classify these as edu cation courses, also. [Before I left Rochester, the Department of Psychology, too, finally requested permission to list them, thus at last accepting me as a psychologist. ] Simply describing these ex periences makes me realize how stubbornly I have followed my own course, being relatively unconcerned with the question of whether I was going with my group or not.
TIme does not perrnir to tell of the work of establishing a separate Guidance Center in Rochester, nor the battle with some of the psychiatric profession which was included. These were largely ad ministrative struggles which did not have too much to do with the development of my ideas.
My CHILDREN
It was during these Rochester years that my SOn and daughter Igrew through infancy and childhood, teaching me far more about . dividuaIs, their development, and their relationships, than I could "This is Me" n ever have learned professionally. I don't feel I was a very good par ent in their early years, but fortunately my wife was, and as time went on I believe I gradually became a better and more understand ing parent. Certainly the privilege during these years and later, of being in relationship with two fine sensitive youngsters through all their childhood pleasure and pain, their adolescent assertiveness and difficulties, and on into their adult years and the beginning of their own families, has been a priceless one. I think my wife and I regard as one of the most satisfying achievements in which we have had a part, the fact that we can really communicate in a deep way with our grown-up children and their spouses, and they with us. ' OHIO STATE YEARS In 1940 I accepted a position at Ohio State University. I am sure the only reason I was considered was my book on the Clinical Treatment of the Problem Child, which I had squeezed out of va cations, and brief leaves of absence. To my surprise, and contrary to my expectation, they offered me a full professorship. I heartily recommend starting in the academic world at this level. I have often been grateful that I have never had to live through the frequently degrading competitive process of step-by-step promotion in univer sity faculties, where individuals so frequently learn only one lesson -not to stick their necks out.
It was in trying to teach what I had learned about treatment and counseling to graduate students at Ohio State University that I first began to realize that I had perhaps developed a distinctive point of view of my own, out of my experience. When I tried to crystallize some of these ideas, and present them in a paper at the University of Minnesota in December 1940, I found the reactions were very strong. It was my first experience of the fact that a new idea of mine, which to me can seem all shiny and glowing with potentiality, can to an other person be a great threat. And to find myself the center of I ~ criticism, of arguments pro and con, was disconcerting and made me doubt and question. Nevertheless I felt I had something to con tribute, and wrote the manuscript of Counseling and Psychotherapy, setting forth what I felt to be a somewhat more effective orientation to therapy. Here again I realize with some amusement how little I have cared about being "realistic." When I submitted the manuscript, the pub lisher thought it was interesting and new, but wondered what classes would use it. I replied that I knew of only two -a course I was teaching and one in another university. The publisher felt I had made a grave mistake in not writing a text which would fit courses already being given. He was very dubious that he could sell 2,000 copies, which would be necessary to break even. It was only when I said I would take it to another publisher that he decided to make the gamble. I don't know which of us has been more surprised at its sales-70,000 copies to date and still continuing. I have learned to live in increasingly deep therapeutic relation ships with an ever-widening range of clients. This can be and has been extremely rewarding. It can be and has been at times very frightening, when a deeply disturbed person seems to demand that I must be more than I am, in order to meet his need. Certainly the carrying on of therapy is something which demands continuing per sonal growth on the part of the therapist, and this is sometimes pain ful, even though in the long run rewarding.
I would also mention the steadily increasing importance which research has come to have for me. Therapy is the experience in which I can let myself go subjectively. Research is the experience in which I can stand off and try to view this rich subjective experi ence with objectivity, applying all the elegant methods of science to determine whether I have been deceiving myself. The conviction grows in me that we shall discover laws of personality and behavior which are as significant for human progress or human understand ing as the law of gravity or the laws of thermodynamics.
In the last two decades I have become somewhat more accustomed to being fought over, but the reactions to my ideas continue to sur "This is Me" prise me. From my point of view I have felt that I have always put forth my thoughts in a tentative manner, to be accepted or rejected by the reader or the student. But at different times and places psychologists, counselors, and educators have been moved to great wrath, scorn and criticism by my views. As this furore has tended to die down in these fields it has in recent years been renewed among psychiatrists, some of whom sense, in my way of working, a deep threat to many of their most cherished and unquestioned principles. And perhaps the storms of criticism are more than matched by the damage done by uncritical and unquestioning "disciples" -individ uals who have acquired something of a new point of view fOF them selves and have gone forth to do battle with all and sundry, using as weapons both inaccurate and accurate understandings of me and my work. I have found it difficult to know, at times, whether I have been hurt more by my "friends" or my enemies.
Perhaps partly because of the troubling business of being struggled over, I have come to value highly the privilege of getting away, of being alone. It has seemed to me that my most fruitful periods of work are the times when I have been able to get completely away from what others think, from professional expectations and daily demands, and gain perspective on what I am doing. My wife and I have found isolated hideaways in Mexico and in the Caribbean where no one knows I ama psychologist; where painting, swimming, snorkeling, and capturing some of the scenery in color photography are my major activities. Yet in these spots, where no more than two to four hours a day goes for professional work, I have made most of whatever advances I have made in the last few years. I prize the privilege of being alone. ~ SOME SIGNIFICANT LEARNINGS There, in very brief. outline, are some of the externals of my pro fessional life. But I would like to take you inside, to tell you some I would like to make it very plain that these are learnings which have significance for me. I do not know whether they would hold true for you. I have no desire to present them as a guide for anyone else. Yet I have found that when another person has been willing to tell me something of his inner directions this has been of value to me, if only in sharpening my realization that my directions are dif ferent. So it is in that spirit that I offer the learnings which follow. In each case I believe they became a part of my actions and inner convictions long before I realized them consciously. They are cer tainly scattered learnings, and incomplete. I can only say that they are and have been very important to me. I continually learn and . . relearn them. I frequently fail to act in terms of them, but later I wish that I had. Frequently I fail to see a new situation as one in which some of these learnings might apply.
They are not fixed. They keep changing. Some seem to be ac quiring a stronger emphasis, others are perhaps less important to me than at one time, but they are all, to me, significant.
I will introduce each learning with a phrase or sentence which gives something of its personal meaning. Then I will elaborate on it a bit. There is not much organization to what follows except that the first learnings have to do mostly with relationships to others. There follow some that fall in the realm of personal values and convictions.
I might start off these several statements of significant learnings with a negative item. In my relationships with persons I have found that it does not help, in the long run, to act as tbougb 1 were some thing that I am not. It does not help to act calm and pleasant when actually I am angry and critical. It does not help to act as though I know the answers when I do not. It does not help to act as though I were a loving person if actually, at the moment, I am hostile. It does not help for me to act as though I were full of assurance, if actually I am frightened and unsure. Even on a very simple level I have found that this statement seems to hold. It does not help for me to act as though I were well when I feel ill.
"This is Me"
What I am saying here, put in another way, is that I have not found it to be helpful or effective in my relationships with other people to try to maintain a facade, to act in one way on the surface when I am experiencing something quite different underneath. It does not, I believe, make me helpful in my attempts to build up con structive relationships with other individuals. I would want to make it clear that while I feel I have learned this to be true, I have by no means adequately profited from it. In fact, it seems to me that most of the mistakes I make in personal relationships, most of the times in which I fail to be of help to other individuals, can be accounted for in terms of the fact that I have, for some defensive reason, behaved in one way at a surface level, while in reality my feelings run in a contrary direction.
A second learning might be stated as follows -I find I am more effective when I can listen acceptantly to myself, and can be myself· I feel that over the years I have learned to become more adequate in listening to myself; so that I know, somewhat more adequately than I used to, what I am feeling at any given moment -to be able to realize I am angry, or that I do feel rejecting toward this person; or that I feel very full of warmth and affection for this individual; or that I am bored and uninterested in what is going on; or that I am eager to understand this individual or that I am anxious and fear ful in my relationship to this person. All of these diverse attitudes are feelings which I think I can listen to in myself. One way of put ting this is that I feel I have become more adequate in letting myself be what I am. It becomes easier for me to accept myself as a de cidedly imperfect person, who by no means functions at all times in the way in which I would like to function.
This must seem to some like a very strange direction in which to move. It seems to me to have value because the curious paradox is that when I accept myself as I am, then I change. I believe that I have learned this from my clients as well as within my own experi ence -that we cannot change, we cannot move away from what we are, until we thoroughly accept what we are. Then change seems to come about almost unnoticed.
Another result which seems to grow out of being myself is that 18 SPEAKING PERSONALLY relationships then become real. Real relationships have an exciting way of being vital and meaningful. If I can accept the fact that I am annoyed at or bored by this client or this student, then lam also much more likely to he able to accept his feelings in response. I can also accept the changed experience and the changed feelings which are then likely to occur in me and in him. Real relationships tend to change rather than to remain static. So I find it effective to let myself be what I am in my attitudes; to know when I have reached my limit of endurance or of tolerance, and to accept that as a fact; to know when I desire to mold or manipulate people, and to accept that as a fact in myself. l would like to be as acceptant of these feelings as of feelings of warmth, . interest, permissiveness, kindness, understanding, which are also a very real part of me. It is when I do accept all these attitucfes as a fact, as a part of me, that my relationship with the other person then becomes what it is, and is able to grow and change most readily.
I come now to a central learning which has had a great deal of significance for me. I can state this learning as follows: I have found ;t of enormous value when I can permit myself to understand an other person. The way in which I have worded this statement may seem strange to you. Is it necessary to permit oneself to understand another? I think that it is. Our first reaction to most of the state ments which we hear from other people is an immediate evaluation, or judgment, rather than an understanding of it. When someone expresses some feeling or attitude or belief, our tendency is, almost immediately, to feel "That's right"; or "That's stupid"; "That's ab normal"; "That's unreasonable"; "That's incorrect"; "That's not nice." Very rarely do we permit ourselves to understand precisely what the meaning of his statement is to him. I believe this is because understanding is risky. If I let myself really understand another person, I might be changed by that understanding. And we all fear change. So as I say, it is not an easy thing to permit oneself to under stand an individual, to enter thoroughly and completely and em pathically into his frame of reference. It is also a rare thing.
To understand is enriching in a double way. I find when I am 19 "This is Me" working with clients in distress, that to understand the bizarre world of a psychotic individual, or to understand and sense the attitudes of a person who feels that life is too tragic to bear,' or to understand a man who feels that he is a worthless and inferior individual each of these understandings somehow enriches me. I learn from these experiences in ways that change me, that make me a different and, I think, a more responsive person. Even more important per haps, is the fact that my understanding of these individuals permits them to change. It permits them to accept their own fears and bizarre thoughts and tragic feelings and discouragements, as well as their moments of courage and kindness and love and sensitivity. And it is their experience as well as mine that when someone fully under stands those feelings, this enables them to accept those feelings in themselves. Then they find both the feelings and themselves chang ing. Whether it is understanding a woman who feels that very lit erally she has a hook in her head by which others lead her about, or understanding a man who feels that no one is as lonely, no one is as separated from others as he, I find these understandings to be of value to m~. But also, and even more importantly, to be understood has a very positive value to these individuals.
Here is another learning which has had importance for me. I have found it enriching to open channels whereby others can com municate their feelings, their private perceptual worlds, to me. Be cause understanding is rewarding, I would like to reduce the bar riers between others and me, so that they can, if they wish, reveal themselves more fully.
In the therapeutic relationship there are a number of ways by which I can make it easier for the client to communicate himself. I can by my own attitudes create a safety in the relationship which makes such communication more possible. A sensitiveness of under standing which sees him as he is to himself, and accepts him as hav ing those perceptions and feelings, helps too.
But as a teacher also I have found that I am enriched when I can open channels through which others can share themselves with me. So I try, often not too successfully, to create a climate in the class room where feelings can be expressed, where people can differ 20 SPEAKENG PERSONALLY with each other and with the instructor. 1 have also frequently asked for "reaction sheets" from students -in which they can ex press themselves individually and personally regarding the course. They can tell of the way it is or is not meeting their needs, they can express their feelings regarding the instructor, or can tell of the personal difficulties they are having in relation to the course. These reaction sheets have no relarion whatsoever to their grade. Some times the same sessions of a course are experienced in diametrically opposite ways. One student says, "My feeling is one of indefinable revulsion with the tone of this class." Another, a foreign student, speaking of the same week of the same course says, "Our class fol lows the best, fruitful and scientific way of learning. But for people who have been taught for a long, long time, as we have, by the lec ture type, authoritative method, this new procedure is·ununder standable. People like us are conditioned to hear the instructor, to keep passively our notes and memorize his reading assignments for the exams. There is no need to say that it takes long time for people to get rid of their habits regardless of whether or not their habits are sterile, infertile and barren." To open myself to these sharply different feelings has been a deeply rewarding thing.
I have found the same thing true in groups where I am the ad ministrator, or perceived as the leader. 1 wish to reduce the need for fear or defensiveness, so that people can communicate their feelings freely. This has been most exciting, and has led me to a whole new view of what administration can be. But I cannot expand on that here.
There is another very important learning which has come to me in my counseling work. I can voice this learning very briefly. 1 have found it highly rewarding when 1 can accept another person.
I have found that truly to accept another person and his feelings is by no means an easy thing, any more than is understanding. Can 1 really permit another person to feel hostile toward me? Can I accept his anger as a real and legitimate part of himself? Can I accept him when he views life and its problems in a way quite dif ferent from mine? Can I accept him when he feels very positively "This ;s Me" toward me, admiring me and wanting to model himself after me?
All this is involved in acceptance, and it does not come easy. I be lieve that it is an increasingly common pattern in our culture for each one of us to believe, "Every other person must feel and think and believe the same as I do." We find it very hard to permit our children or our parents or our spouses to feel differently than we do about particular issues or problems. We cannot permit our clients or our students to differ from us or to utilize their experience in their own individual ways. On a national scale, we cannot permit another nation to think or feel differently than we do. Yet it has come to seem to me that this separateness of individuals, the right of each individual to utilize his experience in his own way and to'disco ver his own meanings in it, -this is one of the most priceless poten tialities of life. Each person is an island unto himself, in a very real sense; and he can only build bridges to other islands if he is first of all willing to be himself and permitted to be himself. So I find that when I can accept another person, which means specifically ac~epting the feelings and attitudes and beliefs that he has as a real and vital part of him, then I am assisting him to become a person: and there seems to me great value in this.
The next learning I want to state may be difficult to communicate. It is this. The more 1 am open to the realities in me and in the other person, the less do 1 find myself wishing to rush in to "fiX things." As I try to listen to myself and the experiencing going on in me, and the more I try to extend that same listening attitude to another person, the more respect I feel for the complex processes of life. So I become less and less inclined to hurry in to fix things, to set goals, to mold people, to manipulate and push them in the way that I would like them to go. I am much more content simply to be my self and to let another person be himself. I know very well that this must seem like a strange, almost an Oriental point of view. What is life for if we are not going to do things to people? What is life for if we are not going to mold them to our purposes? What is life for if we are not going to teach them the things that we think they should learn? What is life for if we are not going to make them SP&.uuNG PERSONALLY think and feel as We do? How can anyone hold such an inactive point of view as the One I am expressing? I am sure that attitudes such as these must be a part of the reaction of many of you.
Yet the paradoxical aspect of my experience is that the more I am simply willing to be myself, in all this complexity of life and the more I am willing to understand and accept the realities in myself and in the other person, the more change seems to be stirred up. It is a very paradoxical thing -that to the degree that each One of US is willing to be himself, then he finds not only himself changing; but he finds that other people to Whom he relates are also changing. At least this is a very vivid pan of my experience, and one of the deepest things I think I have learned in my personal and professional life.
Let me tum now to some other learnings which are less dmcerned with relationships, and have more to do with my OWn actions and values. The first of these is very brief. I C{l1J trust my experience.
One of the basic things which I Was a long time in realizing, and which I am still learning, is that When an activity feels as though it is valuable or worth doing, it is worth doing. Put another way, I have learned that my total organismic sensing of a situation is more trustworthy than my intellect.
All of my professional life I have been going in directions which others thought were foolish, and about which I. have had many doubts myself. But I have never regretted moving in directions which "felt right," even though I have often felt lonely or foolish at the time.
I have found that When I have trusted some inner non-intellectual sensing, I have discovered wisdom in the move. In fact I have found that When I have followed one of these unconventional paths be cause it felt right Or true, then in five or ten years many of my col leagues have joined me, and I no longer need to feel alone in it.
As I gradUally come -to trust my total reactions more deeply, I
find that I can USe them to guide my thinking. I have Come to have more respect for those vague thoughts which OCCur in me from time to time, which feel as though they were significant. I am in clined to think that these unclear thoughts or hunches will lead me to impOrtant areas. I think of it as tru1>1:ing the totality of my experi "This is Me" ence, which I have learned to suspect is wiser than my intellect. It is fallible I am sure, but I believe it to be less fallible than my con scious mind alone. My attitude is very well expressed by Max Weber, the artist, when he says. "In carrying on my own humble creative effort, I depend greatly upon that which I do not yet know, and upon that which I have not yet done."
Very closely related to this learning is a corollary that, evaluation by others is not a guide tor me. The judgments of others, while they are to be listened to, and taken into account for what they are, can never be a guide for me. This has been a hard thing to learn. I re member how shaken I was, in the early days, when a scholarly thoughtful man who seemed to me a much more competent and knowledgeable psychologist than I, told me what a mistake I was making by getting interested in psychotherapy. It could never lead anywhere, and as a psychologist I would not even have the oppor tunity to practice it.
In later years it has sometimes jolted me a bit to learn that I am, in the eyes of some others, a fraud, a person practicing medicine with out a license, the author of a very superficial and damaging sort of therapy, a power seeker, a mystic, etc. And I have been equally disturbed by equally extreme praise. But I have not been too much concerned because I have corne to feel that only one person (at least in my lifetime, and perhaps ever) can know whether what I am doing is honest, thorough, open, and sound, or false and de fensive and unsound, and I am that person. I am happy to get all sorts of evidence regarding what I am doing and criticism (both friendly and hostile) and praise (both sincere and fawning) are a part of such evidence. But to weigh this evidence and to determine its meaning and usefulness is a task I cannot relinquish to anyone else.
In view of what I have been saying the next learning will prob ably not surprise you. Experience is, tor me, the highest authority, The touchstone of validity is my own experience. No other person's ideas, and none of my own ideas, are as authoritative as my experi ence. It is to experience that I must return again and again, to dis SPEAKING PERSONALLY Cover a closer approximation to truth as it is in the process of becoming in me.
Neither the Bible nor the prophets -neither Freud nor research -neither the revelations of God nor man _ can take precedence Over my own direct experience.
My experience is the more authoritative as it becomes more pri mary, to use the semanticist's term. Thus the hierarchy of experience would be most authoritative at its lowest level. If I read a theory of psychotherapy, and if I formulate a theory of psychotherapy based on my work with clients, and if I also have a direct experience of psychotherapy with a client, then the degree of authority increases in the order in which I have listed these experiences.
My experience is not authoritative because it is infallible. It is the basis of authority because it can always be checked in new primary ways. In this way its frequent error or fallibility is always open to • correction. Now another personal learning. I enjoy the discovering of order in experience. It seems inevitable that I seek for the meaning or the orderliness or lawfulness in any large body of experience. It is this kind of curiosity, which I find it very satisfying to pursue, which has led me to each of the major formulations I have made. It led me to search for the orderliness in all the conglomeration of things cli nicians did for children, and out of that came my book on The Clini .cal Treatment of the Problem Child. It led me to formulate the general principles which seemed to be operative in psychotherapy, and that has led to several books and many articles. It has led me into research to test the various types of lawfulness which I feel I have encountered in my experience. It has enticed me to construct theories to bring together the orderliness of that which has already been experienced and to project this order forward into new and unexplored realms where it may be further tested.
Thus I have come to see both scientific research and the process of theory construction as being aimed toward the inward ordering of significant experience. Research is the persistent disciplined effort to make sense and order out of the phenomena of subjective experi "This is Me" 2S ence. It is justified because it is satisfying to perceive the .world as having order, and because rewarding results often ensue when one understands the orderly relationships which appear in nature. So I have come to recognize that the reason I devote myself to research, and to the building of theory, is to satisfy a need for per ceiving order and meaning, a subjective need which exists in me. I have, at times, carried on research for other reasons -to satisfy , others, to convince opponents and sceptics, to get ahead profession ally, to gain prestige, and for other unsavory reasons. These errors in judgment and activity have only served to convince me more deeply that there is only one sound reason for pursuing scientific activities, and that is to satisfy a need for meaning which is in me.
Another learning which cost me much to recognize, can be stated in four words. The facts are friendly.
It has interested me a great deal that most psychotherapists, es pecially the psychoanalysts, have steadily refused to make any sci entific investigation of their therapy, or to permit others to do this. I can understand this reaction because I have felt it. Especially in our early investigations I can well remember the anxiety of waiting to see how the findings came out. Suppose our hypotheses were dis proved! Suppose we were mistaken in our views! Suppose our opinions were not justified! At such times, as I look back, it seems to me that I regarded the facts as potential enemies, as possible bearers of disaster. I have perhaps been slow in coming to realize that the facts are always friendly. Every bit of evidence one can acquire, in any area, leads one that much closer to what is true. And being closer to the truth can never be a harmful or dangerous or unsatisfying thing. So while I still hate to readjust my thinking, still hate to give up old ways of perceiving and conceptualizing, yet at some deeper level I have, to a considerable degree, come to realize that these painful reorganizations are what is known as learning, and that though painful they always lead to a more satisfying because somewhat more accurate way of seeing life. Thus at the present time one of the most enticing areas for thought and speculation is an area where several of my pet ideas have not been upheld by the 26 SPEAKING PE!tSONALLY evidence. I feel if I can only puzzle my way through this problem that I will find a much more satisfying approximation to the truth. I feel sure the facts will be my friends.
Somewhere here I want to bring in a learning which has been most rewarding, because it makes me feel so deeply akin to others. I can word it this way. What is most personal is most general. There have been times when in talking with students or staff, or in my writing, I have expressed myself in ways so personal that I have felt I was expressing an attitude which it was probable no one else could understand, because it was so uniquely my own. Two written ex amples of this are the Preface to Client-Centered Therapy (regarded as most unsuitable by the publishers), and an article on "fersons or Science." In these instances I have almost invariably found that the very feeling which has seemed to me most private, most personal, and hence most incomprehensible by others, has turned out to be an expression for which there is a resonance in many other people. It has led me to believe that what is most personal and unique in each one of us is probably the very element which would, if it were shared or expressed, speak most deeply to others. This has helped me to understand artists and poets as people who have dared to ex press the unique in themselves.
There is one deep learning which is perhaps basic to all of the things I have said thus far. It has been forced upon me by more than twenty-five years of trying to be helpful to individuals in per sonal distress. It is simply this. It has been my experience that per sons have a basically positive direction. In my deepest contacts with individuals in therapy, even those whose troubles are most disturb ing, whose behavior has been most anti-social, whose feelings seem most abnormal. I find this to be true. When I can sensitively under stand the feelings which they are expressing, when I am able to accept them as separate persons in their own right, then I find that they tend to move in certain directions. And what are these direc tions in which they tend to move? The words which I believe are most truly descriptive are words such as positive, constructive, moving toward self-actualization, growing toward maturity, grow "This is Me" ing toward socialization. I have come to feel that the more fully the individual is understood and accepted, the more he tends to drop the false. fronts with which he has been meeting life, and the more he tends to move in a direction which is forward.
I would not want to be misunderstood on this. I do not have a Pollyanna view of human nature. I am quite aware that out of de fensiveness and inner fear individuals can and do behave in ways which are incredibly cruel, horribly destrUctive, immature, regres sive, anti-social, hurtful. Yet one of the most refreshing and invigor ating parts of my experience is to work with such individuals and to discover the strongly positive directional tendencies which exist in them, as in all of us, at the deepest levels.
Let me bring this long list to a close with one final learning which can be stated very briefly. Life, at its best, is a flowing, changing process in which nothing is fixed. In my clients and in myself I find that when life is richest and most rewarding it is a flowing process. To experience this is both fascinating and a little frightening. I find I am at my best when I can let the flow of my experience carry me, in a direction which appears to be forward, toward goals of which I am but dimly aware. In thus floating with the complex stream of my experiencing, and in trying to understand its ever-changing com plexity, it should be evident that there are no fixed points. When I am thus able to be in process, it is clear that there can be no closed system of beliefs, no unchanging set of principles which I hold. Life is guided by a changing understanding of and interpretation of my experience. It is always in process of becoming.
I trust it is clear now why there is no philosophy or belief or set of principles which I could encourage or persuade others to have or hold. I can only try to live by my interpretation of the curren~ meaning of my experience, and try to give others the permission and freedom to develop their own inward freedom and thus their own meaningful interpretation of their own experience.
If there is such a thing as trUth, this free individual process of search should, I believe, converge toward it. And in a limited way, this is also what I seem to have experienced.
